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Abstract: 
 
Body image is a relatively large part of our self-image and it is therefore 
important for the way we view ourselves. What this study is going to research is 
what factors and persons influence the body image of adolescent girls. We will 
especially be looking into the socio-cultural settings represented by the media, 
peers and family and how these influence the body image of adolescent girls. 
This study will also give an overview of some of the consequences that may arise 
as a result of a negative body image, mainly disordered eating and health risks. 
The theories used for analyzing the data of this study are Goffman’s theory of 
stigma and Zygmunt Bauman’s theory of Individuality. The data used for this 
study is studies and statistics regarding body image and weight. The findings of 
this study reveal that there is a gap in the control regarding the images displayed 
in public media e.g. the severely underweight models that are sometimes used in 
fashion magazines. It also reveals a large insecurity in the target group. 
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Introduction 
 
For more than half a century, the Barbie doll has had a strong influence on young 
girls all over the world. While the doll has touched the life of little young girls 
and many adults, it has also been said that the doll has sent negative messages to 
youth all over the globe. Girls will then grow up with the tendency of comparing 
themselves to Barbie from a young age, which then can lead to them having a 
negative effect on their self esteem. Young girls then start to compare their actual 
body size to that of Barbie’s leading them to develop an exaggerated concept of 
their ideal adult body size. (http://www.ehow.com/list_5847985_negative-
effects-barbie-girls.html-) Barbie is considered to be a high fashion ideal, her 
body measurements are what expected of runway models. (Douglas, Earle, 
Handsley, Lloyd and Spur: 129) An experiment was carried out to investigate 
what Barbie’s measurements were and they turned out to be 32”-17”-28”, 
clinically anorexic if considered on a real female. The Barbie doll characterize a 
somewhat extreme ideal of the human body, in Barbie’s case it is almost 
impossible to attain her measurements. ((Douglas, Earle, Handsley, Lloyd and 
Spur: 130). Barbie’s looks are unrealistic and unattainable. (Artipot, 2009) The 
term called the Barbie doll syndrome has been created to explain these effects. 
The Barbie doll syndrome is “the drive, often of adolescent girls, to attain 
impossible standards of beauty, projected by toys, e.g,. Mattel’s Barbie Doll- and the 
media, resulting in failure and frustration, issues related to body image, eating 
disorders, and self image.” (Farlex, 2012) 
This is a short introduction which links us to the theme that our project is based 
on. However, before moving on into the problem area, it is important to state 
that the intention was not or is not to demonize the society as a whole. The issue 
of media portraying idealistic images to a number of adolescent girls wanting 
and wishing to strive for this body look does not implicate or show that the 
whole society is in a crisis. Young girls in Western societies are not string- 
puppets as they have choices of their own to make decisions about their own 
body shape and health. However, the media and their ideal portrayal of 
“thinness” and ways how to achieve it, does exist and adolescent girls are aware 
of it. Therefore many follow it and do “shop” for options of how to achieve it. 
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Many adolescent girls are able to recognize this ideal as unhealthy. On the other 
hand, there are a number of studies showing that some vulnerable adolescent 
girls, with normal BMI measurements, who consider themselves overweight, are 
willing to achieve this body ideal of “thinness” that include unhealthy and 
extreme dieting behavior. 
 
 We would like to analyze this pressure of the media by using two main theories. 
We will use Zygmunt Bauman and his “individuality theory” introduced in 
“Liquid modernity”.  Bauman has a more global look on the individual living in a 
capitalist society. He explains that to live in a capitalist society with many 
options has its down sides. Although the individual has many options to choose 
from, to become what he/she wants, for some it can be rather overwhelming 
with the society drive for constant improvement that has become an addiction. 
The next theory we will use is Erving Goffman’s Stigma theory. In his “Stigma” 
Goffman explains that society has always been in the process of establishing 
means of categorizing people and therefore certain stereotypes of how people 
should appear has been created. Those who are not fulfilling the ideal concept 
are being put into position of “stigma”. In our project, it is the adolescent girl’s 
with average BMI’s, who are not corresponding with the media’s portrayal of the 
“ideal” body shape.  
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Problem Area 
During the 20th century, the most dramatic shifts occurred in what is considered 
the ideal feminine form. Women were slowly making a mark in society by 
demanding equal rights, and as women’s activities increased, so did the ideal 
body type. Women fighting for the right to vote took them to a public arena, 
where their ideas as well as their bodies were on display. Coming from an age 
where women barely had a right to speak in public, this newfound public display 
also started sexualizing women. This occurred at the time when science and 
medicine were starting to focus on body weight and the concept of calories. 
(Warren 2003: 220) The way that women’s ideal body weight has decreased 
since the late 1950s is well documented (see Wiseman et al.1992)(Hill 2006 
:377).The correlation between fitness and health was increasingly becoming 
more apparent and was reflected in the changing shape. By the 80´s, diet and 
health influenced every aspect of the beauty industry, and subsequently the 
media. The range of women’s body shapes have not changed over the past, those 
are not different from today, however what changed is what the ideal is. The 
media plays one of the major roles when influencing what the perfect body shape 
should represent (Warren 2003: 220). There have been several reviews of the 
role of the media in negative body image and disordered eating (for example see 
Levine and Smolak, 1996: Levine and Harrison, 2004). They identify TV and 
magazines as the primary focus of research interest (Hill 2006: 377). Levine and 
Smolak (1996) have outlined several ways in which the media impacts on body 
image in terms of the belief system that is endorsed (table 1, page 27). 
Promoting thinness as the gold standard for body shape is only part of the 
package. The confusion of image with reality and the promise of personal 
transformation via dieting and weight loss are widespread and pernicious (Hill 
2006: 377). Concern with weight and shape is extremely common during the 
adolescent years (Findlay 2004:1). Especially among young girls since that is the 
time where their bodies are becoming more rounded, therefore the issue 
becomes more sensitive. In addition to being exposed to the very real health risk 
of obesity and poor nutrition, teenagers are being exposed to the unrealistically 
beauty ideal that is portrayed in the media. Unfortunately, this overemphasis on 
the importance of being thin is internalized by youth who equate thinness with 
beauty, success and health. The sources of information available on health and 
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nutrition are often dubious and unreliable, motivated less by scientific evidence 
than by fad trends and financial incentives. The net result is that many teenagers 
feel the cultural pressure to be thinner than what is required for good health, 
and may try to achieve this goal through poor and sometimes dangerous 
nutritional choices. (Findlay 2004:1) Teenager’s reasons for dieting are varied, 
but body image dissatisfactions and desire to be thinner is the motivating factor 
behind the majority. (Findlay 2004: 1) Some teens resort to unhealthy behaviors 
to be thin, such as purging or using diet pills. (Smith 2011: 1) Researchers at the 
University of Minnesota conducted a landmark study over five years that 
demonstrated the trend toward diet pill use among teen girls. According to their 
study, teen diet pill use had doubled during the five year span, from 7.5 percent 
of teen girls surveyed to 14.5 percent having used diet pills. By the time the 
females reached 20 years of age, nearly 20 percent had taken diet pills. This high 
rate of pill use demonstrates that many teens are using diet pills to lose weight 
instead of using a healthy diet and exercise (Smith 2011: 1). 
Weight loss is a 55 billion-a-year industry globally; CNBS reported in February 
2010. The diet industry is unlikely to run out of its customers in the foreseeable 
future (Oakes 2011: 1).  The diet industry offers to achieve the target of being 
thin as a quick solution and that is obviously something what young teenage girls 
find very appealing. And when those who approve it are important or respected, 
that makes it even more tempting. There is nothing better than to hear promises 
from authorities, that you can be quickly one of those on the cover of a magazine: 
thin, beautiful, confident, and happy. Furthermore teenage girls, who are still in 
the process of psychological and physical development, are looking for an ideal 
they can identify themselves with. The society has created one body ideal which 
is to be skinny (underweight) is going against what is considered as normal body 
mass index and putting pressure on the diversity of body shapes of young 
women. There is no doubt that many female adolescents who consider 
themselves overweight are, in fact, normal weight. Feldman and colleagues 
demonstrated that almost half of the girls they surveyed thought that they were 
too fat, while only 17 percent of girls who thought that they were overweight 
had increased weight for height. (Strauss 1999:741) 
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Problem Formulation: 
How are body images idealized through socio-cultural settings and what effects 
does it have on the self -images of adolescent girls and their attitudes towards 
eating habits?  
Working Questions: 
1. How has the perception of body image changed over the years? 
2. What are the main factors in society that influence adolescent girl’s view 
on their body image? 
3. What are the benefits and risk factors of dieting for adolescent girls? 
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Methodology and Approach: 
Epistemology: 
Our epistemology derives from the two authors mentioned beneath. It deals with 
a critical theory with both authors looking at the society and its crisis. Bauman is 
known for having a global view on society and often the point he tries to put 
across is not easy to pin down whereas Goffman is more particular. Together 
they focus on society and its crisis. The term critical theory is originated from the 
20th century Frankfurt School and is associated with the scholars across a wide 
variety of disciplines. Neo-Marxists believed that social reality is a meaningful 
construction and that material influences shape the world of ideas. 
The first set of theory we will be using is Erving Goffman’s stigma theory. In 
Goffman’s book he examines how stigma is applied and how it affects individuals 
in the context of society. In the very basis of the book it is explained that there 
are some socially constructed norms that people take for granted in their 
everyday life, but once a member of society does not comply with these norms he 
is at risk of being stigmatized.  
The other set of theory will be Zygmunt Bauman’s individuality theory. In 
Bauman’s book “Liquid Modernity”, he examines how the modern society is 
influenced by the globalization process and how human beings have moved 
away from a “heavy” and “solid” focused modernity to a “light” and “liquid” based 
modernity. (Bauman, liquid modernity 2000:4) He introduces five factors that 
are apart of human life and the one that we chose to focus on is individuality. The 
theory will be explained in depth in the later phase. 
Ontology: 
Our choice of ontology is constructionism, which states “social phenomena and 
their meanings are continually being accomplished by social actors.” (Bryman: 
33) This statement suggests that social phenomena and groups are not a product 
of social interaction but that they are in an ongoing state of modification. And 
this goes along with Bauman’s theory of individuality and how people in modern 
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society want to keep achieving something beyond their reach, pushing the limits 
higher and higher. 
Deduction: 
 
Throughout this project, it will not be our aim to build up a theory but we will 
simply extract from the well-established and widely recognized theories of 
Zygmunt Bauman and Erving Goffman, in which we will then analyze our 
empirical findings. This approach is known as a deductive approach. 
 
Methods 
Our project is based on mixed method research. The main part of our empirical 
data consists of Secondary data, but we have conducted two interviews and one 
part of our secondary data includes a focus group survey. Academic books, which 
are linked to body image, embodiment, and influence on society on the body 
from the perspective of the media, were also used. 
 
Secondary analysis is the analysis of the data by researches who will probably 
not have been involved in the collections of the data, for purposes that in all 
likelihood were not envisaged by those responsible for the data collection. 
(Bryman 2012: 314) The reason why we have taken this research strategy is: 
Cost and time. We did not have the financial resources and time to conduct 
extensive research throughout the whole project. 
 In particular, our secondary data consisted of National Health and Nutrition 
examination surveys among adolescent girls (age 12-20). From a geographical 
stance, those surveys differ as they were conducted in USA, Australia, UK, and 
Portugal. A survey conducted in the UK consisting of 2000 teenage girls was 
focused around perception of body satisfaction and comparing it to the girls BMI 
measurements. Another survey conducted in Portugal with 466 subjects from 
randomly selected public schools to complete self report questionnaires with 
focus on weight self evaluation, peer group perceived body evaluation, self diet, 
peer group diet and peer group recommendation to go on diet and body 
satisfaction. We have also used a study called Project EAT, where 5000 middle 
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and high school students in urban and suburban Minnesota were questioned 
about their dieting behavior and the usage of diet pills.  As already mentioned 
above, besides quantitative secondary data we have also included one secondary 
focus group method. The focus group method is a form of group interview in 
which: there are several participants (not including the moderator); there is a 
high emphasis on the questioning on a particular subject and the emphasis is on 
the interaction within the group and the joint construction of meaning. (Bryman 
2012: 502) Usually the group depth interviews consist of 7-10 participants, 
unfamiliar to each other. The above-mentioned focus group is a study of 67 
Australian adolescent girls aged 16 from 11th grade, which took part in 5 groups. 
The purpose of the investigation was to analyze their body concerns and the 
desire to be thinner. 
 
We have applied middle-range theory throughout the project. Middle-range 
theories are theories that are derived from empirical evidence that has been 
collected to support or prove certain phenomenon and from the information 
gathered you can extract and create general assertion that can be proved by data 
collected. (Wikimedia, 2012) Middle range theories also represent attempts to 
comprehend and explain a limited characteristic of social life (Bryman 2012: 22). 
 
Limitations 
Throughout this project there have been limitations such as problems with our 
initial thought of setting up our own focus group with 12+ people.  We believed it 
could be beneficial for the project because we wanted to create an organized 
discussion among adolescent girls with structured questions and we wanted to 
record the session. Our problem was the lack of time from our side and the 
ability to find interviewees who could find the time and were able to speak 
comfortably in English. In order to provide some empirical data, it was decided 
that we would conduct interviews with two girls that were available at the time 
and who were not afraid to express themselves in English. The interviews were 
semi-structured because we wanted to give them to opportunity to speak freely 
about the subject but within the subject of relevance. However it has come to our 
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attention that the empirical data that we have collected will not be used in the 
analysis of the project because we find it unsubstantial. It did not provide us with 
any concrete and strong findings so therefore it has been decided that it will not 
be used because it is weak. However, it will be attached in the appendix as to 
show that it was our intention to use them in the first place. 
As to the secondary data, it varies from a geographical stance because the 
research used has been conducted in different countries around the globe. 
 
In the brain storming process, the main focus of the project was on diet pills and 
the effect it has on adolescent girls, but as we started researching on various 
websites and books, we have discovered that in the benefit of the project there is 
more relevant information on body perception and dissatisfaction and the trend 
ideal of being thin. Still, we still mention diet pills in the project but it was not 
going to be the main focus. As future social scientists we believe that there is a 
problem to be discovered and discussed in why adolescent girls tend to be 
dissatisfied with their bodies and by what are they influenced. Nonetheless our 
research data from various surveys, research studies and books, has not shown 
that the problem of body dissatisfaction exists worldwide. However, it is 
important to mention that we are not trying to state that society is wicked in the 
sense that it tells us what to do. It is clear that people have the choice of obeying 
and conforming to social standards or they can choose not to do so. We are just 
trying to show that certain entities of society have the possibility to put certain 
images and desires into our heads.   
We would also like to mention that we are aware that there are several ways of 
reacting to the social norms put onto people, you can either obey to the pressure, 
you can give up completely or you can do something in between. 
 The focus on adolescent girls was chosen because we found it relevant to link 
the developing stages of the mind, brain and body that occur in the adolescent 
girls and how different factors like peers, media and consumerism can influence 
them into thinking that they should look a certain way. We did not focus on the 
input from family because we could not find any data to back this up. 
 It is important to state that we have decided to focus on adolescent girls with 
normal BMI readings throughout this project but it is not mentioned in all parts 
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of the project and this can be seen as a weakness. The focus is not aiming at 
explicitly explaining about eating disorders or disordered eating that can 
manifest from body dissatisfaction but simply on body image and discussing it 
from a broader perspective, in which eating disorders have a role. 
 
And in regards to our theoretical discussion, we chose to talk about health and 
fitness which is derived from Zygmunt Bauman’s Individuality, it may come 
across that we are not looking at fitness in a positive light, we would like to state 
that it does have a positive side when used with moderation, even physicians say 
that at least half an hour of physical exercise is good and important for the 
wellbeing of the body. 
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Theoretical Chapter 
Zygmunt Bauman’s Individuality and Erving Goffman’s Stigma 
 
Zygmunt Bauman will be applied as part of the theory and used as inspiration for 
the methodology. Bauman has worked within both the sociological and 
philosophical fields investigating post-modern societal processes.  In the case of 
this project Bauman’s “individuality theory” introduced in “Liquid modernity” 
will be used.  The below introduced theory will be applied to the issue of body 
perception in the consumer society, among adolescent women. 
 
According to Bauman, there are five major parts of human lives that have been 
significantly influenced by globalization. One of them is individuality, which will 
be the focus here, because individuality is correlating with consumer society 
where adolescent girls have the option to choose what they want to be. 
Bauman’s observations have envisioned the world to be as a set of routines and 
control and limit the freedom of a human being. He brings up the question of 
whether an individual in charge of his/her own life. This observation will be 
discussed in broader terms in the Media and Social Settings chapter. The set of 
routines in this sense is referred to adolescent girls and the thin body ideal 
transcended into their minds through media and interaction with peers, which in 
most cases leads to body dissatisfaction.  Bauman describes individuals being 
more as “followers” rather than “leaders”, that individuals choose to follow a set 
of routines, trends, fashions that are set by magazines and celebrities and 
members of their inner circle such as peers. 
Bauman also talks about the possibility of becoming many things in the 
globalized world and refers to this process as “shopping”. That people are able to 
“shop” for the attributes that will allow them to become anything they want to 
be. The project will relate this process of “shopping” into the ability that 
adolescent girls are able to achieve the “thin” body ideal by either following a 
strict conventional regime of daily exercise and watching what they eat or they 
can choose the quick way of losing weight and that is by consuming diet pills. 
The idea of consuming diet pills derives from magazines, movies promoting the 
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idea and illusion that it is possible to achieve the slim and thin body by taking 
diet pills. 
Another question that the author raises is the meaning of health and fitness. He 
proposes them in different ways. Ways that will also be elaborated in detail in 
the chapter Media and Social Settings chapter. Bauman talks about the modern 
reality and how it requires us to fit. However, in modern society health and 
fitness no longer go together. Some fitness regimes are not always desirable for 
ones health and it differs from one individual to another. 
 
 
Bauman has been linked together with Erving Goffman and his stigmatization 
theory. Goffman has worked in areas of study investigating social order, 
interaction, impression management, total institutions, social organization of 
experiences and stigmas. We have chosen to work with stigma because in our 
research we are trying to show that adolescent girls are at risk of becoming 
stigmatized if they do not follow the trend of being skinny as the women who are 
presented on television and magazines. And in his theory Goffman discusses 
different aspects of stigmatization and what people focus on when stigmatizing 
an individual. All of the main concepts will be explained in depth in the chapters 
below. 
 The stigmatization theory presented in Goffman’s book “Stigma Notes on 
management of spoiled identity” will be a focus approach to the issue of body 
perception of young adolescent girls. 
Goffman outlines 3 different types of stigma, but the focus will be stigma 
associated to body appearance. Goffman explains the characteristics of stigma 
and how the stigmatized individual goes through life one he/she is stigmatized. 
Goffman poses a question on how the individual with a stigma respond to 
his/her lie situation. In some cases, the stigmatized individual will seek options 
in order to correct his “failure” which he sees as the objective basis of his/her 
failing as it seen by society.  In our project, the options of possible corrections are 
in the usage of chemical solution of diet pills, which often do not work and eating 
disorders.  
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In order to narrow down what exactly is meant by adolescent girls, an 
explanation has been provided below. 
 
Definition of a Teenager 
According to the online Cambridge dictionary (Cambridge ELT, 2011) a teenager 
is a young person between the age of 13 and 19. Cambridge online dictionary 
also defines an adolescent as a young person who is developing into an adult 
(Cambridge ELT, 2011). Where the definition for a teenager is very precise the 
definition for an adolescent leaves room for interpretation. So to clarify what 
adolescent girls throughout this project mean, we will add a few criteria, these 
are as follows. An adolescent includes the teenage years (13-19) and continues 
into the early twenties. The reason why the early twenties have been chosen is 
that the brains grey matter is not fully developed till then. In some countries 
there is a legal age that decides when you become an adult, e.g. in British law you 
become an adult at the age of 18 (Cambridge ELT, 2011) but as previously stated 
this project is going to go with a wider definition that lets adolescence continue 
into the early twenties. 
The brain is 95 percent of its full size by the age of six, however the grey matter 
continues to thicken throughout the teenage years, even into the early twenties. 
(WGHB, 2002)  The fact that the brain is not fully developed makes adolescents 
react differently than adults. This is because the grey matter is in charge of 
decision making, which can mean that adolescents are more prone to take rash 
an bigger risks (EdInformatics, 2011).  There is also the fact that those areas of 
the brain that are used during adolescence will be maintained and strengthened 
whereas those parts that are not used will be fading away. Which means that in 
that period of life it is a matter of use it or lose it .(Edinformatics, 2011) This of 
course means that it is extremely important what a person puts the most focus 
on in the adolescence period, which makes the focus on adolescents even more 
relevant. 
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Definition of BMI 
 
The body mass index (BMI), estimates the ideal weight of a person based on size 
and weight. The BMI is also called index Quételet (invented by the Belgian 
scientists Jacques Quételet, 1796-1874). (IndiceMasaCorporal, 1995) BMI is a 
simple, inexpensive, and noninvasive surrogate measure of body fat. In contrast 
to other methods, BMI relies solely on weight and height and with access to the 
proper equipment individuals can have their BMI routinely measured and 
calculated with reasonable accuracy. (CDC, 2009)     
For adults 20 years and older, BMI is interpreted by using standard weight status 
categories that are the same for all ages and for both men and women. (CDC, 
2009)      
 
BMI Weight Status  
Below 18.5 Underweight 
18.5-24.9 Normal 
25.0-29.9 Overweight 
30.0 and Above Obese 
Department of Health and Human Services  CDC 
 
 
     BMI is calculated the same way for adults and children, but the results are 
interpreted differently. For adults, BMI classifications do not depend on age or 
sex. For children and adolescents between 2 and 20 years old, BMI is interpreted 
relative to child’s age and sex, because the amount of body fat changes with age 
and varies by sex. Percentiles specific to age and sex classify underweight, 
healthy weight, overweight, and obesity in children. The BMI-for-age determined 
for an individual indicates the relative position of the child’s BMI value among 
children of the same sex and age. (CDC, 2009)     
BMI-for-age and categories and corresponding percentiles are:  
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Source: Department of Health and Human Services CDC 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
Percentile Ranking  Weight Status 
Less than 5th Percentile  Underweight 
5th  percentile to less than 85th  
percentile  
Healthy Weight  
85th percentile to less than 95th 
percentile  
Overweight  
Equal or greater than the 95th 
percentile  
Obese 
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The first chapter will focus on the historical trends and the portrayal of the 
female body over time. This will be done in order to shed light on the different 
cultural preferences of the body and how in contemporary society the 
idealization of what the ideal shape is to look like has changed. With that, we will 
be able to answer our first research question and also touch briefly upon media 
and its role in influencing adolescent girl’s perception of body image.   
 
As we move on, we will examine more closely, what role the media (TV and 
magazines) plays in the social context in regards to adolescent girl’s perception 
of the “thin” body ideal. The concept of how to look at the prevalence of the 
“Thin” body image ideal will be introduced in order to understand this 
phenomenon.  
 
Next, we will outline a chapter dedicated to the influence on adolescent girls by 
media, particularly magazines. Further more, we will show what impact 
imitation of peer behavior has on adolescent girls as to insure that it is in fact 
important to look at this problem from a broader perspective, therefore using a 
Socio-cultural concept. 
 
In order to show what consequences “thinness” has on adolescent girls, we will 
present data showing that even girls with normal BMI measurements feel as if 
they are not living up to society’s ideal. This unhealthy phenomenon will lead us 
to elaborate on the meaning of “being in shape” and its shifts in Socio-cultural 
settings. Hollywood movies particularly constructed for adolescent girls will 
support our data of how far the obsession of thinness can proceed.  
 
In the final phase we will return to the graph representing Socio-cultural settings 
and elaborate on its weaknesses and outline possible solutions for this 
phenomenon.  
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History of Body Shapes 
 
This chapter will focus on the historical trends and the portrayal of the female 
body overtime. This will be done in order to shed light on the different cultural 
preferences of the body and how in contemporary society the idealization of 
what the ideal shape is to look like has changed dramatically. 
 
Historical trends: portrayal of the female body 
 
One can agree on that the social pressure to conform to the slender ideal is 
greater on women (Grogan 2008: 16). The admiration of slenderness in women 
is often viewed as the product of an historical evolution that has occurred over 
the past century. In Western industrialized cultures, there have been many 
changes over the period of years in body shape and size and what is considered 
attractive and healthy. This change can be traced back to the cultural change in 
the body ideal from the voluptuous figures that were preferred in the Middle 
Ages to the turn of the twentieth century, to the thin body types preferred by the 
fashion magazines in society today (Grogan 2008: 16).  
A plump body shape was considered fashionable and erotic until recently. From 
the Middle Age, many artists idealized the “reproductive figure”. Fleshiness and a 
full, rounded stomach was heavily emphasized as a symbol of a woman’s fertility. 
In many paintings, artists like Rembrandt and Rubens, portrayed the female 
body with full, rounded hips and breasts (Grogan 2008: 16-17).  
Figures that were more slender were not seen as attractive until the twentieth 
century. Many authors have dated the source of the idealization of slimness in 
Western culture to the 1920’s, and it has been argued that the thin ideal is the 
products of successful marketing by the fashion industry, which became the 
standard of cultural beauty in the industrialized wealthy societies of the 
twentieth century (Grogan 2008: 18-19). Clothes fashions were hand drawn 
designs until the 1920’s, after which they were then photographed and widely 
distributed in mass market fashion magazines. These magazines presented 
women a fantasy of how women at that time should look like. For instance, 
flapper fashion, which came out after the First World War, demanded boy-like, 
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flat chested figures to show off the straight low - waisted dresses to its advantage 
(Grogan 2008: 19). In order to follow the current fashions, middle and upper 
class women began binding their breasts with fabric in order to flatten their 
shapes. They also used starvation diets and intense exercise routines to try and 
get their bodies to preadolescent, breast-less, hip-less ideal (Grogan 2008: 
19)(Silverstein et al,. 1986; LaFrance et el,. 2000). This was also the time where 
the phenomena of eating disorders came to rise (Grogan 2008: 19). 
In the 1950’s there was also an important move towards slimness. Actresses like 
Grace Kelly and Audrey Hepburn, who graced the television screens, were role 
models for many women. They were slim and were a symbol of sophistication 
and not sensuality. Slimness became associated with the upper classes (Grogan 
2008: 19). The trend of being slim became extremely severe in the 1960’s, when 
the fashion model Twiggy became the role model for a generation of young 
women. She was flat chested, with a boyish figure and weighed a mere 43.54 
kilos (Grogan 2008: 19) (Freedman, 1986). Being slim also began to represent 
freedom, youthfulness, originality and a ticket to the “Jet Set” life in 1960’s in 
Britain, and was acknowledged as the ideal by women of all social classes 
(Grogan 2008: 21). 
Previous studies have shown the portrayal of the female body in the media have 
reliably found out that models became thinner and thinner between the 1960’s 
and 1980’s.  Models in Vogue magazine became increasingly thinner, and even 
Playboy centerfolds became taller and leaner, even though their breasts still 
remained large, Playmates became slim and nearly hipless in the 1980’s (Grogan 
2008: 22-23). This trend for thinness became a standard for beauty and became 
even more striking in the 1990’s than it had in the 1980’s. In the 1980’s, models 
had bodies which were slim and physically looked fit and had toned bodies. The 
super models in the 1990’s were not extremely thin but were toned and fit, but 
designers and magazine editors preferred to use models like Kate Moss to 
advertise their clothes and beauty products (Grogan 2008: 23). In the late 
1990’s, there was a rise to something called “heroin chic”, fashion houses made 
very thin models look like stereotypical heroin users, with black eye make up, 
blue lips and matted hair (Grogan 2008: 23). 
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“They (the fashion industry) wanted models that looked like junkies. The more 
skinny and fucked up you look, the more everyone thinks you’re fabulous.” 
(Schomer, 1996, 51) 
 
This trend “heroin chic” became a serious issue in the 1990’s. Models condemned 
the fashion industry, stating that the fashion industry encouraged young models 
to take stimulants to stay thin and for ignoring the signs of heroin addiction 
(Grogan 2008: 23). 
In 2000, the Women’s Unit of the British Labor government was extremely 
concerned and alarmed about the potential effects on young women’s health of 
representations of magazine and other media images on “waif” models that they 
organized a meeting to discuss the potential links between eating problems and 
these media images (Grogan 2008: 23). 
However, even though there has been a lot of media coverage and discussions 
about the dangers that may come from these images onto young women and 
their perception of the body, the thin Western ideal has been maintained into the 
mid decade (Grogan 2008: 24-25). In the recent years, digital modification has 
been introduced.  This means that almost every fashion image is digitally altered. 
Once again Susan Bordo says that digital alteration of images means that we are 
being educated to change our perception of what a normal woman’s body looks 
like, so that we see our own bodies as imperfect because they do not match an 
unrealistic, polished, slimmed and smoothed ideal (Grogan 2008: 25). 
 
“These images are teaching us how to see. Filtered, smoothed, polished, softened, 
sharpened, rearranged. And passing. Digital creations, visual cyborgs, teaching us 
what to expect from flesh and blood.” 
 (Bordo, 2003, xviii) 
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Consumerism 
 
There are several meanings for consumerism. Therefore the meaning of 
consumerism as used throughout this project will shortly be explained in the 
following sentences in order to avoid misunderstandings. Consumerism is the 
expansion of one’s wants and needs for goods and services (WebFinance, 2012). 
In relation to this project it means that we as consumers want more and more, as 
we acquire the things we wanted earlier in life we get new desires. So our desire 
is never really fulfilled because whenever we fulfill one desire we begin to desire 
something else.  This consumer tendency also relates to the desire of wanting to 
be thin. As it is with desiring material items, it is the same with the body. 
Individuals are never satisfied; they always want something more and better. 
 
The Body in Consumer Culture 
Consumption involves the quest of different lifestyles through purchase of 
desirable goods such as clothes, make up and in the case of this project diet pills 
in order to fit into the “norms” that society has put onto individuals. People buy 
goods that they feel make some sort of statement about who they are or who 
they want to become, or that they recognize themselves or will be able to do so 
in the things that they buy. That is why consumer culture and consumption has 
become important way of showing of who we are and what we are or how we 
want to be seen by other people. More so, consumer culture has helped shape 
development of a more individualized society more focused on towards the 
search of self and self-interest (Howson 2004:95). Here, it can be again referred 
to Bauman and his individuality theory.  Besides purchasing the actual material 
goods individuals look for attributes to make others believe that we are what we 
wear and more importantly we are, how we look like.  
Consumption of goods and services helps individuals create a sense of self in a 
time when the foundation of self- identity is otherwise unstable.  The process of 
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modernization has replaced traditional ways that people can identify themselves 
with, such as family, work and occupation. The fact that people no longer can 
identify themselves with things such as job occupation because of the changing 
labor markets and the likelihood that they will not be employed in the same 
occupation across the course of their life.  This creates a certain feeling of 
uncertainty and instability (Howson 2004:95). This feeling of uncertainty and 
instability adds to how individuals feel about themselves and directs them to 
construct identities as a way of initiating a sense of control over their lives 
(Howson 2004: 95). 
 
Media and Social Settings 
We will proceed to examine what role the media such as TV and magazines play 
in the social context in regards to adolescent girl’s perception of body image. The 
influence of peers in regards to dieting will also be included. 
"Whoever controls the media -- the images -- controls the culture." 
     Allen Ginsberg 
 
There has been an enduring debate on why Western culture, particularly, shows 
a preference for slenderness. Biologists and some psychologists have mentioned 
that these body shape preferences come from biology. They argue that these 
ideals are based on the fact that slenderness is healthier than being overweight. 
But on the other hand, theorists who have taken a look at cultural differences in 
body shape preferences at different periods of times and in different cultures 
have had a tendency to suggest that biology plays a small part in the idealization 
of slenderness, and that it is largely learned by the individuals over time (Grogan 
2008: 12). According to Goffman, all societies develop means of categorizing 
people and therefore a certain norm of what attributes a person should posses is 
set in the society where it becomes natural. When a stranger comes into our 
presence we are likely to categorize his attributes within a so called “Social 
Identity”. We lean on those anticipations that we have, transforming them into 
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normative expectations, into righteously presented demands (Goffman 1963:3). 
Goffman states that we are not aware when making such assumptions; it is 
rather unconscious, but that changes, once there is a question raised about if 
those assumptions are going to be realized and fulfilled.  
Further more, Goffman argues that those assumptions we made are the demands 
made “in effect. We impute a certain character to an individual “in effect”- that is 
called a virtual social identity and if the category and attributes are to be proved 
that the person possesses then it is called “actual social identity”. He is thus 
reduced in our minds from a whole and usual person to a tainted, discounted 
one. Such an attribute is a stigma, especially when it is also called failing, a short-
coming, or even a handicap. It constitutes a special discrepancy between virtual 
and actual social identity (Goffman 1963: 3). Goffman states that here it is 
important to remember not all undesirable attributes are viewed as negative, 
only those which correlate with a stereotype of how should given type of 
individual be. 
 
In prosperous Western societies, being slender is generally related with 
happiness, success and youthfulness, and social acceptance (Grogan 2008: 9). 
Unlike being overweight, this is associated with the person being lazy, lacking 
willpower and being out of control. For women, the ideal body is slim and toned. 
Nonconformity to this ideal has different types of negative social consequences. 
Being overweight is viewed as physically unattractive and is also associated with 
other negative attributes (Grogan 2008: 9).   
The author Sarah Grogan mentions Susan Bordo in her book and how Bordo 
shows that tracing social meanings attached to slimness over the years, has 
shown that at the end of the last century, too much flesh in both men and women 
came to be connected with low morality, revealing personal inadequacy or lack 
of willpower. Slenderness basically symbolizes being in control (Grogan 2008: 
9). According to Howson (2004), consumer culture shapes embodiment, 
emphasizing that the body plays a large role in shaping the mind.  As modern 
society became more capitalistic, the emphasis on consumption has increased. 
The expansion of consumption has penetrated the realm of how people view 
themselves. Individuals now have the possibility to construct and maintain 
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themselves and their social identity in the modern society in any way they see fit 
from the increase of products on the consumer market (Howson 2004: 93).  
Bauman talks about this occurrence, saying that the consumer society lives 
among so many opportunities that improving ourselves have become an 
addiction.   He says that we “shop” for possibilities to turn into somebody we 
would like to be, and at the same time fit a certain pattern.  The group of 
“leaders” that the consumer society follows sets the pattern. In the case of this 
project it raises a question whether we “shop” for the perfect body look that was 
defined by the leading mass media (Bauman 2000: 74). Here, the group of 
leaders is Media and the Diet industry.  
 
Body ideal in General Socio-Cultural perspective 
In order to understand the prevalence of body image ideal, such as thinness, we 
have to look at it from General Socio-Cultural perspective. At its heart is the 
process by which an individual internalizes the core themes of society as they 
relate to appearance and body shape (Fig.1). This information is transmitted or 
carried via three principal routes: the media; the family; peers (Hill 2006: 379). 
The process of thin-ideal internalization has been the focus of scale development 
and research scrutiny. The term refers to the extent to which an individual 
subscribes to socially-defined ideas regarding attractiveness and a thin body 
shape (Thompson and Stice, 2001) (Hill 2006: 379). These models postulate that 
current societal beauty standards reinforce the desirability for thinness, which is 
accepted and internalized by many women, although impossible for most to 
achieve (Thompson et.al., 1999)(Tiggeman 2006:142). 
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Source: Fig.1. The basic elements of the socio cultural model of dieting and weight control.(Adapted 
from Stice,1994) 
 
The influence put on adolescent girls by Media and Peers 
 
In a book written by Fox-Kales, which focuses on Hollywood movies and their 
influence on young girls, says that media both reflects and reinforces cultural 
norms as it constantly interacts with culture to shape our understanding of the 
world (Fox-Kales 2011: 6). Several authors (e.g., Tiggemann, 2003) have 
identified the mass media as the most powerful conveyor of socio-cultural ideals.  
There are numbers of studies in regards to the view on how do adolescent girls 
perceive the media and how much it affects their thinking towards their body 
self-esteem. For example, in a frequently cited questionnaire study (Field et al. 
1999) 69 percent of the American girls who participated reported that magazine 
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pictures influenced their idea of a perfect body shape and 47percent reported 
wanting to lose weight because of magazine pictures (Hill 2006:378). In a focus-
group study, Australian adolescents were found to be in a broad agreement that 
the thin but perfect body appearance of models determines their views of what is 
normal and what everyone should look like. They describe the process as 
automatic and instilling the belief that thinness promises happiness and success 
(Hill 2006: 378). Media creates certain pressures on adolescent girls. On one 
hand the girls live in a Western consumer society where it is up to the individual 
to become whatever he/she wants. However, on the other hand, instances of the 
media imposes this “thin” body image ideal in a rather seductive way as it is 
surrounded with the all the desired attributes such as promise of beauty, 
confidence and success. And that can be rather tempting for the mind of a young 
adolescent girl who is still in the process of realizing her identity. In Life in 
Fragments, Bauman argues that modern societies are more full of consumers 
than producers. He states that conformity is the main concern for consumers. 
Life in the modern society is guided by seduction, increasing desires and 
unpredictable desires (Bauman 1995: 76). Many girls then try to imitate this 
ideal so they can be also part of the “success symbol” of society instead of a 
“stigmatized individual”. 
 In connection with this, it is mentioned by Goffman how important information 
control is. Here Goffman explains that information is very important when 
studying stigma. The information has certain properties; it is information about 
an individual and his characteristics. The information’s about the individual are 
reflexive and embodied in his body expressions and the moment of presence 
when standing in front of those who receive this information. Goffman calls the 
information that possesses all those properties as “Social”. 
Some signs that convey social information may be frequently and steadily 
available, and routinely sought and received; these signs may be called “symbols” 
(Goffman 1963: 43). Goffman then goes further to say that social information 
conveyed by a symbol can bring special claim to prestige, class status. Prestige 
symbols can be contrasted to stigma symbols, namely, signs that are especially 
effective in drawing attention to a debasing identity discrepancy, breaking up 
what would otherwise be coherent overall picture, with consequent reduction in 
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our evaluation of the individual (Goffman 1963: 44). Some girls are then caught 
up in a society where they feel as if they are not living up to the expectations of 
slenderness. Most people do not have firm and toned bodies by nature, so they 
have to be attentive through exercise and dieting so that they can conform to 
current ideals (Grogan 2008: 9). People who do not conform to the slender ideal 
have a big chance of encountering prejudice throughout their life (Grogan 2008: 
10).  
Goffman explains that the stigmatized person, being the person who does not 
conform to current ideals now possesses differences which were realized as not 
normal, is living in a society where attitudes are taken against him/her by what 
Goffman refers to as “normal’s”, which have constructed a stigma-theory and 
ideology. Thus the actions against him/ her are conformed and even rationalized. 
Goffman then states the fundamental feature of the stigmatized individual and 
his life situation. It is a question of what is often, if vaguely, called “acceptance.” 
Those who have dealings with him/her fail to accord him/her the respect and 
regard which the uncontaminated aspects of his/her social identity have led 
them to anticipate extending. It has also led him/her to anticipate receiving; he 
echoes this denial by finding that some of his own attributes warrant it (Goffman 
1963: 8-9).    
Media has in consumer society become a somewhat a “double player”. It has 
created a body ideal that is desired and is difficult to reach. However, not only 
does the media repeatedly present images of unrealistically thin ideals but they 
also provide information on ways to accomplish this (Filed et al., 1999). A 
number of studies of women and adolescent girls have reported positive 
relationship between television viewing and magazine exposure with weight 
concerns and eating disorder symptomatology (e.g., Field et al., 1999 ; Levine et 
al.,1994;Taylor et al.,1998;Tiggemann,2003)(Tiggemann 2006:142). Goffman 
then poses a question on how does the individual with stigma responds to his/ 
her life situation. The stigmatized individual will in some cases make a direct 
attempt to seek options in order to correct his/her “failure” which he/she sees as 
the objective basis of his/her failing as it is seen by the society. In our project, the 
options of possible corrections are the use of dieting and also extreme dieting as 
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the usage of chemical solutions of diet pills. Here we can conclude on the “double 
role” of media by using Bauman and his view on consumer society. Bauman says 
that our bodies are under a constant siege. The infinity of possibilities makes us 
“pleasure collectors” (Bauman 1995:120), meaning that we strive for a stimuli 
coming from the outside world, and we willingly open our bodies for them. Later 
on, we try to cure the side effects with possibilities from “another bucket” but 
still the same world.  Bauman shows this as a paradox in the postmodern society, 
and gives an example of the world being a bookstore. When entering a bookshop, 
we can see a lot of different types of cooking books. For example, books with 
recipes from exotic countries that will provide us with unforgettable experiences 
for our eyes and palate. Next to them, there are dieting/slimming books that will 
give instructions for self-immolation that will cure what “nonsense recipes” have 
demanded. In this sense, we are locked in a cycle of possibilities that we can 
never escape (Bauman, 1995:121). 
 
Peer influence on Dieting- imitation behaviors: magazines 
 Magazines play a significant role in media engagement. Particularly in 
motivating adolescent girls to consider losing weight. For example, frequent 
readers are twice as likely to turn to dieting to lose weight and three times more 
likely to exercise to lose weight because of magazine articles (Field et al.1999). In 
addition, reading magazine articles about dieting or weight loss is strongly 
associated with unhealthy weight-control behaviors such as fasting or vomiting. 
Girls who often read these articles are seven times more likely to engage in these 
behaviors (Utter et al. 2003). The explanation most likely is that most girls are 
motivated to diet and seek the information they are looking for, which is 
obviously easy to find (Hills 2006:379). 
  However, here it is important to mention, that that there is a pattern involved, 
which has to do with relationships that play a significant role when adolescent 
girls engage with magazines. The pattern of relationships suggests that magazine 
images in their own right probably have limited impact on girls´ body image. 
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Rather those more involved with appearance magazines are also engaged in 
friendships that focus attention on appearance concerns. It would appear that 
magazine content provides material for conversation that is personalized with 
friends. Thus it is within this interpersonal context of interactions with friends 
that these thin-body media images have an effect (Hill 2006:380). Some authors 
and studies have concluded that adolescent girls, in order to achieve an “ideal 
body” may be doing this by imitating their peers by observing their behavior 
(Bauman: 1995). The society of consumers is one big comparison, and the sky is 
the limit. The people in society uptake this mechanism of comparing themselves 
to people that they admire and the opportunity to look or act like them is 
possible due to the extensive ways and possibilities that modern society offers 
(Bauman 2006: 77). 
 
According to a study conducted in Lisbon, 466 adolescent girls (age 12-20) were 
questioned in a self -reported study based on two before proposed hypotheses 
by the authors. First hypothesis: adolescent girls do tend to diet more when 
other peers also go on diet. Second hypothesis: adolescent girls body image self 
evaluation is influenced by their perception of the peer group’s body image 
evaluation (Cunha 2007: 372)(table 1). The first table describes that total of 92 
percent of the girl’s BMI does not go above the normal BMI.   
As for the body dissatisfaction (table VI) when looking at the last two cases (Thin 
and Very thin) total of only 22.3 percent of adolescent girls showed body 
satisfaction and that leaves striking 77.7 percent dissatisfied. What is astonishing 
about this result? 60.1 percent idealizes a thinner body shape. In terms of dieting 
the authors found that when peers go on diet, girls tend to follow this pattern. 
The frequency of dieting rises from 34.1 percent to 61.9 percent. This may be 
due to a desire to belong in a group (Cunha 2007:371). Goffman asserts that 
stereotypes are composites of social categories, available for classification and 
their linked attributes (Goffman 1963:47). Members of social society may have 
imputed attributes. Individuals from other social categories are in judgment of 
the degree of conformity of evidence of attributes versus expected ones.  We 
tend to hold others to this adjustment for being part of that group. According to 
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Goffman, we do not always consider the standards or expected attributes to be 
universal or objective, or applicable to ourselves.  We often try to hold fit the 
standards because we want to “fit a group” meaning, we hold the standards of 
other people.  Goffman says that it is not a question of” objective standards and 
attributes but only of those expected of a given social category”. 
 
 
Source: https://www.waset.org/journals/ijhss/v2/v2-6-60.pdf 
 
 Peer groups supply important models because, besides comparing to what 
society stereotypes of body image ideal is, the girl tends to perceive her self 
through the feedback she gets from the peer group or parents (Cunha 2007:371). 
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In connection with this, Goffman’s stigma is mentioned again, particularly his 
view on relationships between the stigmatized individual, strangers and those 
who are in a closer relationship with the discreditable person. Goffman states 
that social interaction and its study between the normal and the stigmatized 
does not require that they have to know each other personally. To Goffman that 
seems as quite reasonable. Goffman calls it “stigma management”, something 
that has stereotyping or “profiling a character” which is normally reserved for 
customers or motorists: people who fall into broader categories and be passing 
strangers to us. Impersonal contacts between strangers are especially subjects to 
stereotypical responses, but as strangers come closer, it turns to sympathy and 
personal qualities are being acknowledged.  
  Peer friendship groups can make a positive or negative contribution to body 
image and dieting (Hill 2006:381). On the positive side, friendship groups which 
are less invested in weight and shape issues provide a protective environment 
for girls who are otherwise vulnerable (Hill 2006:381). 
 Goffman is comparing this idea with an example of inmates, who are not going to 
be put off by a fellow inmate’s scar but strangers on the other hand might be. The 
area of stigma management, then, might be seen as something that relates 
mainly to public life, to contact between strangers or mere acquaintances, to one 
end of a continuum whose pole is intimacy (Goffman 1963:53). However, for 
many, the demanding body stereotypes are converted into a source of tension 
and suffering, when the adolescents feel they are not fulfilling the looks that are 
set by their role models, this can lead to being refused and made fun of by other 
peers. Ultimately they may either enter an eating disorder scenario, in the quest 
of thinness, or an obesity scenario, in the sequence of unhealthy life styles 
(Cunha 2007:371). 
  
Here Goffman explains the validity of the continuum:  
It is more important here, how ever, to see that the various consequences of 
making a whole array of virtual assumptions about an individual are clearly 
present in our dealings with persons with whom we have had a long-standing, 
intimate, exclusive relationship. Goffman gives an example of a woman as being a 
man’s wife. She is only one wife but becomes a member of a category of “wife’s”. 
 34
Therefore the adolescent girl, whether in public, dealing with strangers or close 
ones such as peers, she will always be put into a category of a discreditable 
individual. Thus, whether we interact with strangers or inmates, we will find that 
the finger tips of society have reached bluntly into the contact, even here putting 
us in our place (Goffman 1963:53). Thus in our project, the adolescent girl is 
faced with stigma in the public and private sphere. 
 
The meaning of being “in shape” and its shift to fitness culture 
The images of youth, beauty, health and fitness has circulated in consumer 
culture and it is said that the closer the body looks like those idealized images, 
the greater the benefits are. Meaning that if your body fits the idealized image 
then the more likely you are to reap the benefits that come with it; gain access to 
employment or even reach a celebrity status. In the world of business, the body 
has become a commodity of all sorts through the techniques of body 
maintenance.  In consumer culture, the attention on body maintenance is 
changing the outer appearance of the body in the pursuit of the idealized form; in 
this case the pursuit of being thin (Howson 2004 :97-98). 
Health and fitness are often used in relation to one another, because they both 
refer to the maintenance of the body to the condition that the person wishes 
one’s body to achieve and the routine that the owner of the body should follow in 
order to achieve that wish (Bauman 2006: 77). However, Bauman points out that 
in the case of modern society, health and fitness no longer fit hand in hand. He 
says that health and fitness fit on two different discourses and appeal to different 
interests. Fitness routines are not always good for ones health and what helps 
one person to be healthy does not necessarily make one fit (Bauman 2006: 77). 
“Health” is the proper and desirable state of the human body and spirit, a state 
that is less likely to be described but more likely to be precisely measured. You 
are able to measure whether you are healthy in various ways: blood tests, 
checking your body mass index, weighing yourself. In health there is also a clear 
distinction between normality and abnormality so that there is no ongoing 
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anxiety (Bauman 2006: 77). In contrast, in the state of “fitness”, you cannot 
measure the state of fitness as you can with health: because the feeling of 
satisfaction varies for person to person. 
It is said that if you ask a person who is fit how they are feeling, they will base 
their answer on whether they are fit or not. So if they are fit, they will respond 
that they feel great (Bauman 2006: 77). In Bauman’s terms, fitness means to take 
the body to another level, to do the unusual, the extraordinary. Being healthy is 
sticking by the norms while fitness is a capacity of being stimulated and digest 
experiences (Bauman 1995:116). Namely being fit all about taking it to another 
level, pushing yourself hard and leaving the achieved standard behind (Bauman 
1995: 78). According to Bauman a fit body is “a highly sensitive, finely tuned 
instrument of pleasure, weather sexual, gastronomical or derived from mere 
physical exercise and ad demonstration of fitness” (Bauman 1995:116). 
While the medical community for physical health and flexibility has long 
promoted exercise, in today’s fitness culture, with its rhetoric on discipline and 
self-control is driven by powerful social pressure to lose weight, contain saggy 
and baggy flesh, and “whip” the body into the contour that conforms to the 
contemporary ideal (Fox-Kale 2011:53). 
Even though fitness is presented in a not so positive viewpoint above, it is 
important to mention that there is a growing number of evidence that proves 
that average exercise, focusing on mastery rather than aesthetics, can improve 
perceptions of control, self-esteem, and satisfaction with the body, as well as 
improvement in health and fitness (Grogan 2008: 198). In the short term, 
exercise improves mood, well-being and perception of control (Brown and 
Lawton, 1986). (Grogan 2008: 198). 
In one of the earliest studies of the link between exercise and body satisfaction in 
women that was conducted by Snyder and Kivlin in 1975, showed that females 
who exercise have higher body satisfaction than the ones who controlled their 
eating habits. It has also been discovered that women who exercise see 
themselves as more attractive, confident, healthy, popular and have a much 
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higher body satisfaction than the ones who do not exercise (Furnham et al., 
1994)(Grogan 2008: 199). 
This constant pressure of modern society has had its negative effects on 
adolescent girls who “feel fat” even tough their BMI is considered to be in the 
norm.  Many surveys show that adolescent girls perceive themselves overweight 
even though their BMI is in the norm. A UK survey of 2000 teenage girls, which 
was commissioned by the teenage magazine Bliss, reported in January 2005 that 
just 8 percent were happy with their body (see Barton, 2005). Despite the 
sample averaging at a BMI of 20.kg/m, 71 percent claimed they would be “100 
percent happier if they could loose half a stone (3.2kg) “. Images of perfect 
celebrities were cited by many of the girls as a source of pressure to be thinner 
(Hill 2006: 376).  Another example also shows that normal weight adolescent 
girls are likely to think the opposite. Feldman and colleagues demonstrated that 
almost half of the girls they surveyed thought that they were too fat, while only 
17 percent of girls who thought they were overweight had increased weight for 
height (Strauss 1999:741). 
 
Hollywood Teen Movies as a motivator of eating disorders 
 
 Hollywood has a long history of movies where young girls could imagine their 
lives to be as they are portrayed in the movies. But it was not until after World 
War II, when social scientists became interested in adolescence as a key 
developmental stage, that studio heads saw in “teenagers”, expanding movie 
going market with expandable incomes of their own and began to make films 
designed specifically for them (Fox-Kales 2011:119). The teen movie genre 
provides tween and teen girls with both representation of the years between 
middle school and high school graduation as well as visions of the female 
adulthood that awaits them (Fox-Kales 2011:120).  At first glance, teen movie 
heroines might look like reliable role models for the negotiation of the 
adolescent experience, but it does not take long to figure out that they are not 
just typical teenagers (Fox-Kales 2011:120). Most of all, these teen heroines 
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come in three sizes- thin, thinner and thinnest. One size does not fit all. However, 
the narrow definition of the popular girl’s body immediately establishes a 
disturbing gap between the image on the screen with which viewers are 
encouraged to identify themselves with and their own images in the mirror (Fox-
Kales 2011: 121). Another idealized depiction of the teen girl’s chronic state of 
body dissatisfaction is enacted in the movie Clueless when Cher; who mostly 
munches on raw vegetables throughout the film, is horrified by her calorie count 
for the day (Fox-Kales 2011: 125). The film’s more potent message to young 
viewers is that even perfectly gorgeous girls such as Cher aren’t quite perfect 
enough and that constant vigilance and “watching” ones weight is still obligatory. 
This issue can be compared with Bauman’s explanation that what used to be 
normal is not anymore and we are constantly striving for something that is out of 
reach. He talks about it in the context of disease. These days an individual often 
calls for a remedy, for something that yesterday was placed within the borders of 
normality. Now the definition of a disease is not as clear as it used to be, instead 
it is so broad that taking care of health became a permanent war against disease.  
This war can never be won, and therefore we can never be satisfied with the 
result of our achievements. We decide to take up another treatment in order to 
cure the side effects of the previous one. The reason for being trapped in these 
circles is disappearance of the measurability of the standard of health and in 
consequence also of the therapeutic progress (Bauman 2000: 79). 
As Emily Fox-Kales outlines, there are two cultural forces that reinforce this 
cinematic advice. Firstly, it is that celebrity culture where stars tend to glamorize 
their body insecurities and control of appetite in public. The second factor is 
associated with beauty makeovers where body insecurity is serving as a 
motivator for self -improvement and transformation. In other words, all bodies 
need work, all the time (Fox Kales 2011: 125). Here, we would like to mention 
again Bauman and his definition of “fitness” which has become a synonym of 
“health” in society of consumers. Where “fitness” means to have a flexible and 
adjustable body, ready to go through unexpected sensations. It is about aiming 
above the set norms, where “health” is just sticking to normality. The modern 
reality requires us to be fit. More precisely to be ready for the never-ending 
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effort, and celebrating a success in a form of a short break before another round 
of hard work. Bauman says that as a society of followers we are never good/fit 
enough and our role is to try improving all the time (Bauman 2000:77). Modern 
society allows and welcomes the opportunity to strive for something better. The 
fitness quest is chase after a goal which cannot be described until it has been 
reached, however, a person has no way of telling whether it has been reached 
but every reason to suspect that it has not (Bauman 2000: 78). There is always 
room for doubt, anxiety and insecurity. It is said by Bauman that the pursuit of 
fitness promises a lot of victories but never the final triumph (Bauman 2000: 78). 
Fitness of the body doesn’t have a finishing line, and no one can ever say with a 
full conviction that s/he has got it (Bauman 1995:117). 
 
 These above mentioned forces manifest in adult culture combine to act upon an 
adolescent subculture in which the price of physical imperfection is exclusion, 
stigmatization, and loss of social power (Fox-Kales 2011: 125). According to 
Goffman, he/she is thus reduced in our minds from a whole and usual person to 
a tainted, discounted one. Such an attribute is a stigma, especially when it is also 
called short -coming, and a handicap. It constitutes a special discrepancy 
between virtual and actual social identity (Goffman 1963: 3). Goffman states that 
here it is important to remember that not all undesirable attributes are viewed 
as something negative, only those which correlate with a stereotype of how 
should given type of individual be. 
 Hollywood teen movies are even more problematic in their depictions of the 
dieting practices of food restrictions and extreme weight control measures that 
are symptomatic of eating disorders. A teen movie called Mean Girls has much to 
tell us about the culture that circulates around the portrayal of the preferred 
body shape image and ways of how to achieve it. References to acute conditions 
such as anorexia, bulimia and binge eating disorder are trivialized, lampooned, 
or dismissed as just another typical teen girl pastime-like shopping at the mall 
(Fox-Kales 2011:127). 
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This trend of portraying unrealistic body images of young teenage girls has 
witnessed in recent decades as a growing epidemic of adolescent eating 
disorders. Countless studies have quantified this trend with alarming statistics. 
In one cross-sectional American study 36 percent of normal weight girls were 
dieting, compared with 50 percent of overweight girls and 55 percent of obese 
girls. Distortion of body image is common among adolescents who frequently 
“feel fat” even at a normal weight. It is clear that the perception of being 
overweight is a factor in a teenager’s decision to attempt weight loss, regardless 
of whether they are actually overweight (Findlay 2004:1). Another study was 
reported in 2007 when close to five thousand middle and high school students in 
urban and suburban Minnesota were given a battery of surveys and diagnostic 
tests about their eating habits and dieting behavior. While the rates of those 
subjects meeting the psychiatric criteria for anorexia and bulimia and binge 
eating disorder were not necessarily higher than those for Americans diagnosed 
across all age groups, it was worrisome to see how many girls reported having 
such serious disordered behaviors such as laxative abuse and self-induced 
vomiting, 94 percent and out of control binge eating 11 percent. Still more 
striking was that more than 36 percent of these girls reported that they felt their 
body size and shape was key to their self-esteem and happiness, while even 
more 41 percent suffered from disturbance of their body image, which was 
distorted (many of them were underweight, for example, but thought of 
themselves as needing to lose weight) or a source of shame and obsession (Fox-
Kales 2011: 120). The study had also found that young high school females have 
doubled the usage of diet pills from 7.5 to 14.2 percent (Project EAT : 2006). 
 
The diet industry 
 
According to Sarah Grogan, the author of the book “Body Image- Understanding 
body dissatisfaction in men, women and children”, writes that in the Western 
society, the most powerful social influence in the promotion industry of thinness 
is the diet industry (Grogan 2008: 32). Products like books, slimming plans and 
diet foods are sold to a public that “feels fat”. Consumption involves the quest of 
different lifestyles through purchase of desirable goods such as clothes, make up 
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and in the case of this project diet pills in order to fit into the “norms” that 
society has put onto individuals. People buy goods that they feel make some sort 
of statement about who they are or who they want to become, or that they 
recognize themselves or will be able to do so in the things that they buy. That is 
why consumer culture and consumption has become important way of showing 
of who we are and what we are or how we want to be seen by other people. More 
so, consumer culture has helped shape development of a more individualized 
society more focused on towards the search of self and self-interest (Howson 
2004: 95). Here, it can be again referred to Bauman and his individuality theory.  
Besides purchasing the actual material goods individuals look for attributes to 
make others believe that we are what we wear and more importantly we are, 
how we look like. Consumption of goods and services helps individuals create a 
sense of self in a time when the foundation of self- identity is otherwise unstable 
(Howson 2004:95). More so, as adolescent girls are in the process of creating a 
self- identity, it is tempting for them. This feeling of uncertainty and instability 
adds to how individuals feel about themselves and directs them to construct 
identities as a way of initiating a sense of control over their lives (Howson 2004: 
95). 
  A proportion of the public is overweight to some degree and that will affect 
their health in the long run. However, a lot more people diet for health reasons 
and even more for aesthetic reasons (Grogan 2008: 32). 
However, dieting means different things to different people. What it usually 
means is the decrease in the intake of calories for the purpose of weight loss.  
Then again people approach dieting in different ways, from drastic weight 
reduction programs, to raw food diets, to fruit diets and last but not least the 
intake of diet pills (Grogan 2008: 33). Grogan makes a reference to Jane Ogden 
and her argument that the diet industry is the perfect industry, because it creates 
a problem, in this case being body dissatisfaction and the offers ways to solve it: 
 
“Be creating a market for itself, it ensures that women will continue to feel fat 
and will continue to support the dieting industry.” (Ogden, 1992: 48) 
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Ogden suggests that dieting is often a state of mind, where a person thinks about 
dieting and counts the calories but does not eat considerable less than a person 
who is not on a diet (Grogan 2008:33). Nevertheless, some dieters go on using 
extreme measures for weight loss. These include smoking (suppresses the 
appetite), vomiting, laxatives, diet pills.  
The concepts of being “healthy” are changing constantly so before figuring out 
whether they are effective, a person will be drawn to another concept not 
allowing the previous concept to run its course successfully. Taking the case of 
fitness regimes and diet pills, working out the body is no longer enough in order 
to achieve the “ideal” body shape, adolescent girls have the choice to turn to diet 
pills as a method to lose weight, fast, thanks to medical intervention. But medical 
solutions are not risk free, they come with negative side effects that then lead to 
“iatrogenic” diseases, which are basically the side effects that come from past 
therapies (Bauman 2006: 79). All of these measures threaten health and none of 
them work in the long run. Ogden emphasizes that all of the measures are 
significantly dangerous when used by normal weight individuals who “just feel 
fat” (Grogan 2008: 33). As Bauman says, almost all cures are full of risks, and 
more cures are needed in order to heal the side effects of previous 
medicines/therapies (Bauman 2006:79). This also encourages more 
consumption of medicines in order to cure the side effects from consumers and 
in the long run makes it more profitable for the medical companies.  
There has also been a long ongoing debate about the long -term efficiency of 
dieting. Individuals like pro-dieting lobbyists argue that dieting does lead to a 
long -term weight loss, and that weight loss improves health. (Grogan 2008: 33). 
When evaluating the efficiency of diets, it is important to differentiate between 
dieting in a normal weight person that want to lose weigh in order to reach an 
aesthetic ideal, and dieting in those people who are overweight and would like to 
lose weight in order to be healthy. Medically enhanced normality is the usage of 
medicines for non-medical purposes (Claus Møldrup). In some cases diet pills 
may be prescribed because the excess weight is causing health problems, but the 
target group for this study is young women that are not obese and is therefore 
not in any medical need to lose weight which means that this term can be 
applied. Claus Møldrup (1999) is describing how it is becoming increasingly 
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more “normal” to take medicines in order to improve your performance. This 
development towards the usage of medicines as performance enhancers may to 
some extent validate the usage of diet pills. Moreover Fødevarestyrelsen (Danish 
Food and Drug Administration) decision to release some diet pills for over the 
counter sale may also help validate the usage and the pills. When the diet pills 
were released in 2009 the drugstores stated to the media that one out of every 
ten persons trying to buy the diet pills were not overweight (Jyllands Posten 
2009). The pharmacies are trying to persuade these customers not to buy the 
pills, but they cannot do anything about it if the customers want to buy the pills 
anyway and they cannot control if people choose to buy diet pills online. 
 
And it is important to know that diets that may be efficient for obese people are 
not necessarily as effective for those who are not obese. Research has commonly 
shown that dieting works in the long term for only around 5 percent of non -
obese dieters (Brownell and Rodin, 1994). This leads us back to Goffman´s 
question of how will the individual with stigma respond to his/her life situation. 
The individual, in our case adolescent girl will try to find a cure to correct her 
fallings in the society, however according to Goffman, she can be a victim of 
fraud. Here proneness to “victimization” is to be cited, a result of the stigmatized 
person’s exposure to fraudulent serves selling speech correction, skin lighteners, 
body stretchers, youth restorers (as an rejuvenation through fertilized egg yolk 
treatment), cures through faith, and poise in conversation. Whether a practical 
technique or fraud is involved, the quest, often secret, that results provides a 
special indication of the extremes to which the stigmatized can be willing to go, 
and hence the painfulness of the situation that leads them to these extremes 
(Goffman 1963:9). 
  This means that the rest of what is left (95 percent) are more likely to feel that 
they have failed in their goal to lose weight (Grogan 2008: 33). It has been 
researched that women who have tried dieting but failed to reach their goal are 
left with the feeling of guiltiness and are dissatisfied with their willpower, and 
their body shape and size. But this does not come as a surprise because the 
marketing of diets that stress that willpower is all that is needed in order to lose 
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weight (Grogan 2008: 34). As Bauman concludes: All things considered health 
care have become more similar to the pursuit of fitness, recurrent, never likely to 
bring full satisfaction, and creating more anxiety (Bauman 2006: 79). The 
measurable entity that can be measured in fitness is inches and ounces, just like 
body temperature in the case of the diagnosis of health. What is similar between 
fitness and health is the illusion that the less you weigh or the low your body 
temperature is the better you will feel (Bauman 2006: 80). In a society of 
indefinite possibilities, all norms that of health norms included have become 
fragile. What was considered normal in previous years is no longer considered 
satisfactory and is need of medical remedy. A certain condition of the body like 
boldness or weight gain, rather being seen as a “normal” once in a while state of 
the body with a beginning and an end, it has been turned to a constant battle and 
petulance that needs to be fought everyday, day and night with medical 
intervention (Bauman 2006:79). The same goes for our case for adolescent girls 
who feel as if they were failing to comply to society and its stereotype. The 
constant fight to imitate, it is a paradox going against “health normality”. 
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This graph shows that the thin ideal body shape imposed by the media as being 
the constructor of “thinness” is a “perfect” profit scenario where the Capitalist 
industries who fund the portrayal of mass media images especially in terms of 
weight and body obsession (“the group of leaders”) (Diet industry, Media as the 
constructors of “thinness” and others connected to this business such as 
Pharmacy, Fashion industry) are the ultimate “winners”. Those industries benefit 
enormously from nurturing feminine insecurities by the promise of aesthetic 
solutions, which can be achieved by purchasing products such as diet pills. Some 
adolescent girls buy into this system of belief that “thinness” is a promise of life 
success and that weight loss can be bought if it is co modified via “magic” diet 
pill, however those rarely reap “sensation of success”, instead foster continuous 
commitment to “buy and comply”. What is striking about this study is the fact 
that even some of the adolescent girls with normal BMI are in fact feeling “fat” 
and that creates a worrying picture of society which still allows this external 
stimulus to negatively influence even the “healthy” adolescent girls to feel that 
way.  
It shows a contradicting example of the capitalistic world where the individual 
can become whoever he/she wants, as to be unique, is downplayed by 
stereotypes imposed by external stimuli where media play a significant role. In 
such a society it is much more difficult to form our own identity, especially when 
being young.  
Then why are there not enough steps taken against such stereotyping, which can 
in some cases lead to serious health conditions?   
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Solutions 
As mentioned in the previous chapter “History of Body Shapes” the trend “heroin 
chic” was discussed and how it was popular and desired on the fashion runways 
because designers were inspired by the look. However, this trend brought about 
many negative implications. Due to the death of the fashion photographer Davide 
Sorrentini that died from a heroin overdose, President Clinton criticized the 
“heroin chic” trend in the 1990’s (Grogan 2008: 23). 
In the year 2000, the Women’s Unit of the British Labour government were 
extremely troubled about the potential effects on young women’s health by the 
representations of magazine and other media images of models that are too 
skinny and they suggested a meeting to discuss the potential link between eating 
problems and these media images ( Grogan 2008:23). 
Opposing strategies such as boycotting thin , which brings many people together 
on the grass-root level does create an important venue for protests as to bring 
this controversial debate into place. Also the existence of organizations such as 
EDAW (Eating Disorders Awareness Week) EDAW is a national program 
designed to raise the public’s awareness regarding how to prevent and treat 
Eating Disorders. EDAW is undertaken jointly by the medical community, 
educators, coaches, as well as athletes. The organization challenges the diet, 
fashion and industries ultra-thin messages and their potential links to the 
outbreak of Eating Disorders (Hesse-Biber 2006:219-220). Also, while the media 
has enormous potential to influence eating disorder habits, it should therefore be 
able to create the opposite: positive environment. Sadly, that is still not the case.  
We still see the thin ideal as the ultimate stereotype and body diversity not being 
acknowledged.  
Governments, as they are the bodies who posses tools to regulate and ban 
unhealthy images should be justified to intervene and adjust the perception of 
body image in order to compensate the social pressure put on adolescent girls.  
First of all, by starting to with ban underweight women from being advertised 
could be the very step toward ensuring the public that “thinness” is not healthy. 
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The fashion industry has also taken some steps. The issue of model size and body 
image has become as much of a fixture of each round of fashion shows as the 
clothes. Designers like Jean-Paul Gaultier have recently used larger models in his 
shows, but it has been criticized that it was just a publicity stunt. Magazines such 
as French Elle, American Glamour and V too have started featuring realistically 
shaped women. (Saner, The Guardian 2011) 
It has come to our attention that in March 2012, Israel became the first country 
to pass legislation prohibiting the use of “underweight” models in domestic ads 
and publications. According to the new law, the models have to prove that their 
Body Mass Index (BMI) is higher than the World Health Organization’s indication 
of malnourishment (a BMI of 18.5) by giving an up to date medical report no 
older than three months at all shoots taking place and being used in the Israeli 
market. (Cowles: The Cut magazine, March 2012) 
Furthermore, all Israeli publications and advertisements must have a clear 
written notice when they digitally alter images to make women and appear 
thinner. The law will not apply to foreign publications that are sold in Israel. 
(Cowles: The Cut magazine, March 2012) 
Even though some governments have taken necessary steps to stop the use of 
inappropriate beauty standards, this is the first law with defined weight 
standards. Most other countries depend on the industry regulating itself. The law 
surfaced a few weeks after the London School of Economics published a study 
that concluded that governments should censor images of overly skinny models 
since people are influenced by beauty standards portrayed in advertising. Some 
critics have responded that there are some models who are well-nourished but 
seem to fall under the 18.5 BMI number. (Cowles: The Cut magazine, March 
2012) 
Ominously, it will be hard to measure the effects of this law, since a lot of Israel’s 
media comes from international sources that will remain unregulated. Although 
this law has its limitations, the Israeli government has taken the right steps for 
improvement. It is important that steps are being taken in order to improve the 
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fashion industry and the control that the media has on adolescent girls because 
as the project talks about throughout, the girls do get influenced by images of 
celebrities and other people portrayed by the media as recent studies have 
show,. (Cowles, The Cut magazine, March 2012) 
 
Conclusion 
 
In Western industrialized cultures, there have been many changes over the years 
in body shape and size and what is considered attractive and healthy (Grogan 
2008:16). However in the twentieth century, the slender figure started to 
become more attractive. Firstly, because to not be overweight started to be 
realized as healthy and because of the success in the fashion industry, which 
used and emphasized that thin ideal is the beauty that women should strive for. 
This trend for thinness became a standard beauty stereotype where the body 
slenderness is generally related with beauty, happiness, confidence and 
therefore symbolizing the individual to be in control of his/her life. However, as 
most of the role models do not meet the normal BMI measurements, it sends a 
disturbing message to the society and those who are more vulnerable and tend 
to obey this stereotype imposed mostly by the socio-cultural instances where the 
media plays a major part. 
Adolescent girls who live in Western consumer societies have an option to 
choose for themselves whether they want to play by this rule of becoming the 
“thin ideal”, however for some, it is more difficult to separate from this 
stereotype especially as the media and its images have become part of 
everyone’s life.  
Many studies have shown that the constant pressure to be thin and the media 
images that are constantly appearing, representing underweight as the desired 
weight, are taking its toll on a number of adolescent girls. Many surveys have 
shown that adolescent girls perceive themselves overweight even though their 
BMI is in the norm (Hill 2006: 376). Some organizations and governments such 
as EDAW and Israel have come forward in the to raise a voice against this 
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negative influence on women and especially adolescent girls who are more 
vulnerable to the effect. 
However, even though there has been a lot of media coverage and discussions 
about the dangers that may come from these images, the thin body ideal has 
remained as the goal of how women’ bodies should look like (Grogan 2008:24-
25). 
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